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Features of Old English: Quick 
Overview

OE is a synthetic language; it uses case endings 
and other inflections to mark syntax
n,v,adj,det, and pronouns all heavily inflected
weak and strong declensions of nouns and adjs
weak and strong conjugations of verbs
Gmc vocab; 85% is no longer in use in MnE
words form from compounds, prefixing and 
suffixing; little borrowing
gender was grammatical, not natural



Sounds of Old English

r is trilled
sc is pronounced sh, /š/

– disc > dish

cg is pronounced dj or / ǰ/
– ecg > edge

• f, þ, ð, s could be voiced or voiceless

• hw, gn, kn all pronounced: hwaet, gnaw,

cneo, ‘knee’



Unlike MnE, OE has high, front, rounded 
vowels:
– yrre, ‘angry

– ystig, ‘stormy’



OE Gender is Grammatical

wif, neuter

mann, masculine

wifmann, ‘woman,’ is masculine

natural gender begins replacing 
grammatical gender as inflections are lost



OE Inflection: The Cases of Nouns

nominative

accusative

genitive

dative

instrumental



A simple OE noun declension
for fisc, ‘fish’

Singular Plural

Nominative fisc fiscas

Accusative fisc fiscas

Genitive fisces fisca/fiscana

Dative fisce fiscum

Instrumental fisce fiscum



Adjectives have declensions too
good man 

Singular Plural

Nominative god guma gode guman

Accusative godne guman gode guman

Genitive godes guman godra guman

Dative godum guman godum guman



OE Personal Pronouns

singular dual plural

first person I we two we

N ic wit wē

A mec, mē unc, uncit usic, us

G mīn uncer user, ure

D mē unc ūs



singular dual plural

second 
person

you you two you

N ðū git gē

A ðec, þē inc, incit ēowic, ēow

G ðin incer ēower

D ðē inc ēow



Third person: he, it, she, they

Masc Neu Fem Plural

N hē hit hēo, hīe hēo, hīe

A hine hit hēo, hīe hēo, hīe

G his his hire hira, 
heora

D him him hire him, 
heom



Phonology and Orthography





















or where there used to be a front vowel



bēc from bōci = books (lost in ModE)

sēcan from sōcyan = seek as in beseech

swylc from swylic = such

ælc from ælic = each

hwylc from hwylic = which



Paul Meier IPA charts

http://www.paulmeier.com/ipa/charts.html

http://www.paulmeier.com/ipa/consonants.h
tml

http://www.paulmeier.com/ipa/vowels.html





(h before vowels and l, r, n hnappian, w hwīt)



Consonants with allophones









OE Dipthongs (later)

ēa [æ:+ə] bēatan ‘beat’

ēo [e:+ə] crēopan ‘creep’

ea [æ+ə] eall ‘all’, geard ‘yard’, seah 
‘saw

eo [ε+ə] eoh ‘horse’, meolc ‘milk’, 

weorc ‘work’



Practice

OE 1st 2nd PDE
1. gold g  j  ɣ

2. dysig s  z g  j  ɣ

3. bohte h  ç x

4. cēacbān k  č (tʃ) k  č (tʃ)

5. hæfde f  v

6. hwǣðer h  ç x θ ð

7. seofan s  z f  v

8. heorte h  ç x



Answers

OE 1st 2nd PDE
1. gold g  j  ɣ g  gold

2. dysig s  z g  j  ɣ z  j   dizzy

3. bohte h  ç x x      bought

4. cēacbān k  č (tʃ) k  č (tʃ) č k  cheekbone

5. hæfde f  v v      had (haved)

6. hwǣðer h  ç x θ ð h  ð whether

7. seofan s  z f  v s  v  seven

8. heorte h  ç x h      heart



More Practice

OE 1st 2nd PDE
9. senden s  z n  ŋ

10. hlehhan h  ç x h  ç x

11. cirice k  č (tʃ) k  č (tʃ)

12. niht n  ŋ h  ç x

13. grētan g  j  ɣ n  ŋ
14. hring h  ç x n  ŋ

15. cȳþþ k  č (tʃ) θ ð

16. græg g  j  ɣ g  j  ɣ



Answers

OE 1st 2nd PDE
9. senden s  z n  ŋ s  n    to send

10. hlehhan h  ç x h  ç x h  ç laugh

11. cirice k  č (tʃ) k  č (tʃ) č č church

12. niht n  ŋ h  ç x n  ç night

13. grētan g  j  ɣ n  ŋ g  n    to greet
14. hring h  ç x n  ŋ h  ŋ ring

15. cȳþþ k  č (tʃ) θ ð k  θ kith

16. græg g  j  ɣ g  j  ɣ g  j     grey



Identify the following words





The Lord's Prayer in Old English
Matthew 6:9-13. 
1. Fæder ure þu þe eart on heofonum; 
2. Si þin nama gehalgod 
3. to becume þin rice 
4. gewurþe ðin willa 
5. on eorðan swa swa on heofonum. 
6. surne gedæghwamlican hlaf syle us 

todæg 
7. and forgyf us ure gyltas 
8. swa swa we forgyfað urum 

gyltendum 
9. and ne gelæd þu us on costnunge 

10. ac alys us of yfele soþlice

1. Father our thou that art in heavens
2. be thy name hallowed
3. come thy kingdom
4. be-done thy will
5. on earth as in heaven
6. our daily bread give us today

7. and forgive us our sins
8. as we forgive those-who-have-

sinned-against-us
9. and not lead thou us into 

temptation
10. but deliver us from evil. truly.



This version of the Lord's Prayer is from 
Cambridge, Corpus Christi College 140 
[WSCp], a translation of the Gospels 
written in Bath in the first half of the 11th 
century; edited by Liuzza (1994). Read by 
Cathy Ball(Department of Linguistics, 
Georgetown University) for Edward 
Vanetten's Sunday School class. 



Vocabulary













Second half of 10th century, better educated clergy, built new churches, 
established schools, copying of English and Latin manuscripts































Exercise: OE Affixes
Using your knowledge of OE affixes, figure out the meaning 

of these OE words














